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Matthew Reznicek’s debut monograph represents an exciting shift in gear for 
Irish Studies, answering to some of its major critical myopias. While the 
historical and cultural centrality of Paris as a site of modernity in the Nineteenth 
Century novel is well established (as Reznicek notes) by Moretti, Benjamin and 
others, Reznicek is one of the first to apply it to Irish women’s literature with 
the aim of challenging the notion of Ireland as an anti-urban ‘territory of 
tradition’ (3), a phrase which he borrows from Seamus Deane. The culturally-
essentialist idea of a ‘natural’ link between Irish popular identity and the land, a 
hangover of the ‘Literary Revival’ of the turn of the 20th Century, and which 
once ‘othered’ authors like Maria Edgeworth and James Joyce, has been subject 
to great scrutiny, most recently its exclusion of urban, Protestant and Dissenter 
identity. Yet, as Reznicek explains, it still tends to remain a discussion 
contained within a circumscribed locale and interpreted as a rejection of an 
urban ‘Englishness’.  By contrast, Reznicek shifts the focus to a hitherto 
neglected European context, deploying Seamus Deane’s argument that France, 
representative of the modernity brought about by the French Revolution, 
represents a site of anxiety specifically figured in terms of capitalist speculation 
and the subsequent erosion of ‘traditional images and emblems’. (5) Through 
his subsequent literary case studies, Reznicek demonstrates how this manifests 
itself in ‘the ability or inability’ (6) to ‘read’ the cityscape, its systemic values 
and even the very self, what he calls the protagonist’s ‘economic 
practitionership’ (21). The metropolitan environment is instrumental in the 
development of the self but it also highlights the unsettling and gendered 
hierarchies of power, performance as well as the divisions of labour that 
comprise the capitalist cityscape.  
Structured along four key texts, Reznicek justifies his choice of novels and the 
scope of his study so as to capture the essential ‘expanding geographical and 
social scope’ of the economic bildungsroman in its different forms from the 
Napoleonic era to fin de siecle. Two works by Sydney Owenson foreground 
very different views of capitalist Paris: the less well-known Novice of St 
Dominick (1806) in which the protagonist cannot successfully complete her 
bildung, and The O’Briens and the O’Flahertys (1827), in which Paris is 
envisioned as a ‘site of opportunity and liberation’ (22). Reznicek provides 
compelling evidence for his claim that Owenson’s novels represent a 
‘complicated point of departure’ (60) for Irish women writers and, in fact, it is 
Owenson who first displays the characteristics of bildungsroman ‘crisis’ which 
Moretti attributes to the writings of Thomas Mann (31). To give but one 
example of this complexity, Reznicek traces The Novice Imogen’s encounter 
with a ‘metropolitan mentality’ (36) and ‘Simmelian independence’ (37) in her 
decision to leave the convent for this city. Set in a Paris governed by a 
‘developing luxury commodity exchange’ (42), the protagonist’s rebellious 
independence, a plot which Reznicek argues is informed by Owenson’s recent 
encounter with French Revolutionary controversy, is compromised by her 
failure to recognize the binding social forces at work in the city. Here the 
argument is underpinned by some fine historicist detail, particularly the use of 
Burke, to argue for Owenson’s precedential influence over the novels 
subsequently discussed.  
Noting Owenson’s place within a Goethean and Balzacian tradition, the second, 
and more lucid, chapter juxtaposes her novels with the more distinctly Goethean  
Ormond (1817) builds on recent critical revisionism of Maria Edgeworth’s 
complex literary relationship with France, one which, in Reznicek’s words, 
provides a ‘centralizing framework for the narrative tensions that govern the 
process of the protagonist’s Bildung’ (66). Reznicek argues very persuasively 
that Edgeworth’s novel resists binary representations of pre-capitalist and 
capitalist systems; instead, although the city’s sociology of commodity and 
fashionable change reveals its incompatibility with the ‘permanency of selfhood 
and belonging’ (86) required by the Goethean bildungsroman, Edgeworth 
legitimizes Ormond’s choice of his socially-determined position, through an 
‘external[lly] socializ[ing]’ figure (98) associated explicitly with the 
metropolitan landscape. It is through the stable Enlightenment metropolitan 
figure of the Abbé Morellet, and not the traditional hierarchy of the ‘Big 
House’, that Edgeworth endorses ‘responsible participation in the progressive 
and reformist mold’ (65).  
The discussion of Owenson and Edgeworth is further enriched by the gender 
dimension of the book which answers to the tendency of urban critics to focus 
on texts ‘written by and about men’ (6). Irish women novelists’ use of Paris, 
Reznicek argues, highlights systemic inequalities inherent within the public 
space of the capitalist metropolis, and thus challenges the ‘overdetermined 
spaces that … women’s literature has traditionally occupied’ (3). Reznicek’s 
economic lens, then, is applied as a means to overcome the difficulties of 
writing about bildungsroman due to the difficulty—some would say, 
impossibility—of applying to women what can be seen as a genre defined in 
masculine terms. Rather than circumnavigating these difficulties, Reznicek is 
careful to position his economic reading of bildungsroman within broader 
understandings of the modernist capitalist context; one which is complicated by 
gender. For the female protagonists discussed here who escape what Reznicek 
describes as ‘overdetermined’ spaces, ‘becoming’ in the city does not result 
from financial autonomy; there remain structural forces of command, power and 
dependency which must be ‘read’ successfully in a context of fashionable 
commodification: the rapid change that is the city’s ‘dominant mode of 
socialization’ (48). The underpinning crisis of inequality that lies beneath the 
city in these early 19th Century novels becomes central to his discussion of fin 
de siècle ‘New Woman’ novels: Edith Somerville’s and Violet Ross’s French 
Leave in which the protagonists rebel against the very socializing forces to 
which Owenson’s and Edgeworth’s heroes succumb. Finally, Thurston’s Max 
wherein the protagonist Max/Maxine’s gender performance allows her to access 
a certain degree of male privilege though, ultimately, the protagonist’s 
metropolitan success is on borrowed time, something which, Reznicek suggests 
in his conclusive discussion of Kate O’Brien, is necessarily ‘postpone[d]’.  
At its best, Reznicek’s writing is as rich in its use of symbolic scenes as the 
novels he critiques, drawing on his wide knowledge of European prose fiction 
from Swift to Kate O’Brien. To take an example from the energetic beginning 
of the book, a fittingly illustrative scene in which Balzac’s Rastignac defiantly 
declares war on the indifferent city of Paris allows Reznicek to situate his case 
studies elegantly within a recognizable European bildungsroman which, he 
concludes, reflects its deterministic effects on the individual and their 
articulations of ‘a specific sense of selfhood in the urban landscape of the 
French capital of the nineteenth century.’ (1) Reznicek’s adroit critical 
introduction sets out what is at stake in his hardworking argument and positions 
work clearly in the critical field. On the rare occasion, critical complexity spills 
over into expressions which tend towards a tautological slant (‘the Owensonian 
humanist representation of capitalism which echoes Kant’s cosmopolitanism’ 
(34) is one example). At other points, the comprehensive theoretical discussion, 
while adeptly handled, in some respects slows the pace of the argument at 
particular points in the book, notably within the first chapter and, at a later 
point, the unwieldy explanation of ‘the panoptic order that informs the de 
Certeauian space of the strategist’(148) aboard the railway carriage. However 
once such critical discussions are disentangled, the argument gathers pace and 
these quibbles do not detract from an otherwise ambitious and original 
contribution which reflects exciting new pathways for Irish studies. After all, 
Reznicek’s work does not shy away from complexity; instead it continues to 
grapple with reductive categorizations of Irish literature, adding to our 
understanding of Irish women’s prose fiction and wider considerations of prose 
genre. The European Metropolis makes a forceful intellectual case for future 
illuminating projects in the arena of Irish prose fiction beyond the borders of 
Ireland.  
  
